
   

F ew  s ect ions  of  t he media indus t r y pr ovoke s uch mor al and et hical di lemmas  as  phot o
jour nal is m.  

.. .  

Back in 1975, examining the 
authenticity of all photographic 
icons  for  my book on war  
cor res pondents , " T he Fir s t 
Casualty" ,  I  looked for  
ans wers . I  could not ask Capa 
becaus e in 1954, in I ndo-China 
cover ing his  fifth war , he 
s tepped on a mine and was  
kil led. But s ince it s eemed 
unlikely that he would have 
gone through life without 
having told someone the 
circumstances  sur rounding the 
taking of his  bes t-known 
photograph, I  s et out back in 
1975 to tr y to contact those 
people he might have talked to 
about the picture. Henr i 
Car tier -Bres s on, Capa’s  
profes s ional as s ociate in 
Magnum, the famous  
photographer s ’ group, said he 
was  not with Capa at the time, 
so could tell me nothing. 
S tephan Lorant of Picture Pos t 
said he had " no fir s t-hand 
knowledge" . Capa’s  brother , 
Cornell Capa said, " I  had never  
seen or  heard from Bob details  
about that par ticular  
photograph or  that par ticular  
sequence."  T his  was  puzz ling. 
Capa had apparently told none 
of the people closes t to him 
how he came to take the 
photograph that launched his  
career .  But then John Hers ey, 
Amer ican author  and a former  
war  cor res pondent, wrote 
saying that Rober t Capa had 
told him the s tory of the 
" moment of death"  photograph 
and that Hers ey had used this  
account in a review of Capa’s  
autobiography, " S lightly Out of 
Focus ."  
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Capa’s  ver s ion as  told to 
Hers ey, if true, s ugges ts  that 
the famous  photograph was  a 
mill ion to one fluke. Capa said 
he had gone to Andalus ia in 
Augus t 1936. Dur ing one battle 
he was  in a trench with a 
company of Republican 
volunteers  who shouted " Viva 
la Republica" , j umped over  the 
parapet, and charged a 
Nationalis t machine-gun nes t. 
Hers ey wrote, " As  they 
charged, the photographer  
[Capa] timidly rais ed his  
camera to the top of the 
parapet and, without looking, 
at the ins tant of the fir s t 
machine-gun burs t, pres sed 
the button. T wo months  later  
Capa was  notified that he was  
now in truth a famous , 
talented, and near ly r ich 
photographer , for  the random 
snapshot had turned out to be 
a clear  picture of a brave man 
in the act of fall ing dead as  he 
ran."   

 
T his  is  an intr iguing s tory. 
S ome, including the wr iter  
Martha Gellhorn, who knew 
Capa when she was  in S pain 
with Ernes t Hemingway, 
believed it was  totally feas ible. 
Other s ,  l ike Cornell Capa, 
believe that Capa was  pull ing 
Hers ey’s  leg, which seems  
unlikely. But soon I  had even 
s tranger  accounts . T he late O. 
D. Gallagher , who had been a 
London Daily Expres s  
cor res pondent in S pain got in 
touch to say that Capa had 
posed the photograph. He said 
that at one s tage of the war  he 
and Capa were s har ing a hotel 
room. T here had been little 
action for  several days  and 
Capa complained to Republican 
officers  that he could not get 
any pictures . F inally a 
Republican officer  said he 
would detail some troops  to go 
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with Capa to a l ine of trenches  
nearby, and they would s tage 
some manoeuvres  for  him to 
photograph. Gallagher  said 
Capa came back at the end of 
the day delighted with what he 
had taken.  

 
Well,  it is  not unknown for  
photographer s  to pose pictures  
and there is  other  evidence 
that Capa did so. S ome year s  
ago, " Fotografia I taliana"  
published three Capa 
photographs  taken dur ing the 
S panis h Civil War , two of which 
are clear ly posed. One shows  
nine Republican militiamen 
s tanding on the parapet of a 
trench gr inning and waving 
their  r ifles  in the air .  T he wr iter  
of the accompanying ar ticle on 
Capa, Piero Gardin, says  he 
has  examined this  photograph 
and als o the " moment of 
death"  but- -des pite s imilar ities  
in appearance--he has  res is ted 
the temptation to conclude that 
" the moment of death"  soldier  
looks  to be the same one " s ti l l  
alive"  at the left of the posed 
group photograph.  

 
But was  the group photograph 
taken before or  after  " the 
moment of death"  picture? I f 
before, then why were the 
soldier s  s tanding in full view of 
the Nationalis t machine-gun 
nes t that Capa told Hers ey had 
kil led s o many Republican 
soldier s ?  

 
At this  s tage I  had raised lots  
of ques tions  but had no real 
ans wers . T hen came a 
breakthrough. Capa had told 
Hers ey that he had taken the 
mill ion to one photograph in 
Andulus ia in Augus t 1936. L ife 
had published it as  " the 
moment of death"  in July 1937, 
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in an is sue to mark the fir s t 
annivers ary of the war . Had it 
not been published somewhere 
in the meantime? Gallagher  
vaguely remembered seeing it 
in a French magazine some 
time in S eptember  1936. A 
search in French librar ies  
located it in " VU"  magazine, at 
the B ibliotheque Ar senal.  

 
And, a big s urpr is e, there 
turned out to be not j us t one 
" moment of death"  
photograph, but two. Under  the 
heading " T he Civil War  in 
S pain:  How T hey Fell"  there 
were two half page 
photographs  of a militiaman 
fall ing to the ground. T he 
caption s ugges ts  that the 
photographs  are meant to be 
symbolic:  " Legs  braced, ches ts  
bared, r ifles  at the ready, they 
s tumble down the s tubble-
covered s lope. S uddenly the 
momentum of the attack is  
broken. Bullets  whis tle, 
fratr icidal bullets , and their  
blood is  drunk by their  native 
ear th."  But s een together , the 
two photographs  put an 
entirely different complex ion on 
the ques tion of whether  either  
or  both of them were s taged. 
Phil ip Gaskell,  former ly 
L ibrar ian and a Fellow of T r inity 
College, Cambr idge, wr iting in 
Journalism S tudies  Review of 
July,  1981, said, " Careful 
compar ison of the two shows  
fir s t that both were taken at 
precisely the s ame spot 
(proved by the pattern of long 
gras s es  in the foreground) and 
als o that they were taken at 
the same time (indicated by 
the clouds , and by the l ighting 
and shadows ).  

 
" I n other  words  they appear  to 
der ive from the s ame 
photographic sequence. 
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Nevertheles s , they are not two 
pictures  of the same event. 
T he soldier  fall ing in the les s -
well- known s hot is  nearer  the 
ground than the s oldier  fall ing 
in the 'moment of death'. But 
he s ti l l  clutches  his  r ifle in his  
hand, whereas  the soldier  in 
the fir s t picture has  already 
flung his  r ifle away.  

 
" I t is  clear ly impos s ible that 
the soldier  in the fir s t 
photograph could have fallen 
fur ther  towards  the ground and 
at the s ame time have 
recovered his  grasp on his  r ifle. 
I t is  equally imposs ible that the 
soldier  in the s econd 
photograph could have r isen 
from his  splayed, almos t prone 
pos ition to the unbalanced fall 
shown in the fir s t picture. S o 
we have two photographs  
taken by Capa in the same 
sequence which s how, twice 
over , a r ifleman fall ing as  if 
shot dead to the same spot of 
ground.  

 
" T he s imple and obvious  
explanation is  that neither  of 
them s hows  an actual moment 
of death but that both were 
s taged, and have a s oldier  (or  
perhaps  two separate soldier s ) 
fall ing to the ground in 
s imulation of being shot. For  
what follows  if they were not 
s taged? Can we really believe 
that Capa was  able to 
photograph the actual 
moments  of death of two 
separate soldier s ,  in quick 
succes s ion on the self- same 
spot, the body of one having 
been removed before the 
second one fell? Or  that one of 
the two is  of an actual moment 
of death, and the other  one 
was  s taged immediately before 
or  after  the real one? S uch 
suppos itions  are obvious ly 
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abs urd."   

 
T here are two ways  in which 
the is s ue could be res olved 
once and for  all.  Cornell Capa 
or  Magnum could release the 
whole roll of film on which the 
two " moments  of death"  
appear . We would then be able 
to s ee the sequence in which 
Capa took the s hots ,  whether  
the posed photographs  are par t 
of this  sequence and whether  
the " moment of death"  was  
before or  after  the s hot of the 
soldier s  pos ing on top of the 
trench. T o date Magnum has  
declined to do s o. Or  L ife 
magazine could say what 
information it had that enabled 
it to s o decis ively caption the 
photograph " Rober t Capa’s  
camera catches  a S panis h 
soldier  the ins tant he is  
dropped by a bullet through 
the head in front of Cordoba"  
and from whom that 
information came. Capa? His  
agent? No one? I  wrote twice 
to L ife asking these ques tions  
but to date I  have had no 
reply. S uppose Capa did pos e 
the photographs , sent them off 
to his  agent with a caption 
s imilar  to the one used in VU, 
never  claimed that they 
represented the " moment of 
death" , and was  surpr ised 
when L ife appeared with the 
caption that turned a 
nondes cr ipt photograph into a 
valuable and much admired 
image. (T om Hopkinson, the 
renowned photojournalis t, 
believed that this  was  probably 
the case.) Could he have lived 
with this  l ie?  

 
Eas ily, according to Chr is topher  
Ricks , Profes sor  of Englis h at 
Bos ton Univers ity and a Fellow 
of Baliol college, Oxford. I n a 
review of Richard Whelan’s  
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biography of Capa, Ricks  
wr ites , " T his  compelling 
photographer  was  a compuls ive 
liar . A Pathe logical one . .  .  On 
almos t every page [Whelan] 
has  to tell you not to believe 
Capa. .  . Capa invents , 
embroiders , co-opts .  I t may be 
a ques tion of whether  he did 
see, poignantly on the pr ison 
wall in Hungary, the pencilled 
names  of two young 
Communis t mar tyr s  (he didn’t-
- they weren’t ar res ted ti l l  a 
year  after  he left Hungary). 

 
" T he woman he loved, Gerda, 
was  kil led in S pain in a hideous  
accident;  Capa s aid she was  
his  wife, which she was n’t,  and 
said he was  with her  at the 
time, which he wasn’t.  Now it 
is  true that the magazines  for  
which he worked also regular ly 
told untruths , to put it mildly. 
L ife claimed that he had waded 
acros s  the S egre r iver  with 
troops  in S pain when he had 
really been at a par ty with 
Hemingway and Malraux.  

 
" But Capa caps  the lot.  His  
autobiography, S l ightly Out of 
Focus , is  apparently more a 
work of fiction than of fact. 
Again and again his  claims  are 
shown to be fals e. . .  But the 
really disconcer ting par t is  the 
doubt as  to whether  Capa’s  
per sonal untruthfulnes s  s eeped 
into his  profes s ional 
cons cience. . ."   

 
Ricks  concludes , " I t is  ter r ible 
to think that Capa may have 
been cor rupted by the devil ish 
impos ture advocated by Henry 
Luce [editor ial director  of L ife]  
as  ‘fakery in the allegiance to 
truth. ’ ‘Capa ar ranged a whole 
attack s cene:  an imaginary 
fascis t pos ition was  s tormed . .  
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. ’ What was  that about [ truth 
being] ‘the fir s t casualty’?" .  

 
T HE S ECOND I MAGE is  from 
the recent war  in the former  
Yugos lavia. I n July 1992 
hundreds  of T V crews  and 
photo- journalis ts  ar r ived at a 
S erbian detention camp called 
T rnopolj e in nor thern Bosnia. 
Among them were Penny 
Mars hall of I T N and I an 
Will iams  of Channel 4 News .  

 
I n her  award-winning repor t on 
6 Augus t,  we s ee Mars hall walk 
br is k ly towards  a large group 
of Mus lim men, s ome s tr ipped 
to the wais t,  s tanding near  a 
high barbed wire fence. S he 
s tretches  out her  hand to one 
emaciated man and says  
" Dober  Dan (" Good Day" ).  T he 
man (later  identified as  Fikret 
Alic, now living in Denmark) 
smiles , responds , and s hakes  
her  hand. T he camera pans  
from his  wais t up to his  ches t 
where his  r ibs  are s tarkly 
prominent behind the barbed 
wire.  

 
B eamed ar ound t he w or ld, 
and us ed as  a gr ainy, s t i l l  
phot ogr aph in new s paper s , 
t he image changed t he 
cour s e of  t he w ar .  I n Br itain 
two newspaper s  labelled it:  
" Bels en 1992" . Another  said, 
" A gr im vis ion of a new 
Holocaus t came to our  T V 
screens  las t night."  I n 
Germany, a Ber lin news paper  
declared, " I n Bos nia today a 
new Aus chwitz is  begining."  I n 
the United S tates , ABC 
televs ion said, " T o s ee adults  
s tarving was  like a throwback 
to the death camps  of war time 
Germany" .  

 

Pagina 8 di 12The Australian PhotoJournalist

09/12/2004http://www.australianpj.com/journal/html/essays/knightly2.html



Les s  than 20 minutes  after  
Mars hall ’s  repor t was  broadcas t 
on Amer ican T V, Pres ident 
Bus h had changed his  policy 
towards  S erbia. I n Br itain, 
Pr ime Minis ter  John Maj or  
recalled his  Cabinet from 
holiday for  an emergency 
meeting at which it was  
decided to send 1,800 ground 
troops  to Bos nia. Within weeks  
the S erbs  had closed down the 
camps  but the picture of the 
emaciated Bos nian Mus lim 
behind barbed wire had 
entered the iconography of 
war , and any s ympathy the 
public might have had for  the 
S erbs  in this  bitter  civil conflict 
evaporated overnight.  

 
Four  years  later , T homas  
Deichmann, a German 
freelance journalis t and 
lecturer , a former  war  
cor res pondent in Bosnia 
hims elf,  a profes s ional witnes s  
for  the defence at the War  
Cr imes  T r ibunal, claimed that 
the picture is  not what it 
seemed at the time. He said 
that the barbed wire, an 
es sential element of I T N’s  
image, was  not intended to 
confine the Mus lims  but to 
protect a pre-war  agr icultural 
compound. Penny Mar shall and 
her  camerman, Jeremy I rvin, 
had inadver tently entered this  
compound, s o that if anyone 
was  behind barbed wire, it was  
them. Fur ther ,  the camp was  a 
collection centre for  refugees  
and many Bosnians  had come 
there voluntar ily to s eek s afety 
and could leave if they wished.  

 
He fir s t published these 
accus ations  in the S wis s  
intellectual weekly Welt Woche. 
Debated raged over  who was  
r ight over  the I T N image and 
did it matter , s ince, it was  
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argued, even if the details  of 
this  par ticular  s tory might be 
mis leading, it s ti l l  repres ented 
" the greater  truth"  about the 
S erbs  and their  camps . Where 
does  the ordinary truth l ie?  

 
T here is  no easy answer . You 
could wr ite a book about the 
limitations  and defects  of the 
way today’s  televis ion and 
photoj ournalis m repor ts  war s ,  
its  emphas is  on human interes t 
s tor ies  that end up dis tor ting 
the is s ues ;  about the mind-set 
of editor s  which res ults  in 
hundreds  of photoj ournalis ts  
des cending, pack- like, on what 
the office back home cons iders  
the s tory of the day;  and about 
the pander ing to public 
demand for  eas ily- identifiable 
" goodies  and baddies "  in 
complex war s  in which all the 
r ight is  never  on only one s ide.  

 
I  examined Deichmann’s  
accus ations  and interviewed 
him. I  viewed not only Penny 
Mars hall ’s  repor t but the out-
takes , the mater ial s hot by the 
I T N cameraman but not used. I  
looked at what Penny Mar shall 
and I an Will iams  have said 
about the s tory s ince 1992. I  
sought the views  of the War  
Cr imes  T r ibunal and its  
inves tigators . And I  tr ied to 
es tablis h the atmosphere in 
Bos nia and London at that 
time.  

 
Both repor ter s - -Penny Mars hall 
and I an Will iams--have 
expres sed reservations  about 
the way the images  have been 
interpreted. Penny Mars hall has  
said, " I  totally refute the 
charge that the repor t was  
sens ationalis t. I  bent over  
backwards - -Bos nian S erb 
guards  feeding the pr isoner s . I  
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showed a small Mus lim child 
who had come of his  own 
volition. I  didn’t call them 
death camps . I  was  incredibly 
careful. But again and again we 
see that image [the emaciated 
man] being used."   

 
And I an Will iams , in an 
interview with the Br itis h Pres s  
Gazette, a magazine for  the 
media indus try, the month 
after  the s tory, told of his  
concern over  the reaction to 
the pictures :  " I n a s ens e it’s  
almos t the power  of the images  
going two s teps  ahead of the 
proof that went with them."   

 
T here is  no doubt in my mind 
that the barbed wire in the 
image was  mis leading. T he 
main camp was  not sur rounded 
with barbed wire, as  the War  
Cr imes  T r ibunal agrees , but by 
a low chain-mail fence to keep 
schoolchildren off the road. As  
well, the barbed wire fence was  
no deter rent to anyone 
determined to es cape because 
it was  poor ly cons tructed with 
wide gaps . What confined the 
Bos nians  at T rnopolje, the War  
Cr imes  T r ibunal says , was  the 
presence of armed S erbian 
guards . S o I T N was  r ight in 
that the men in the fi lm were 
detained in T rnopolj e, but the 
image us ed to i l lus trate that 
was  mis leading becaus e it 
implied that they were 
detained by the barbed wire. 
T he barbed wire turns  out to be 
only s ymbolic. Were all the 
inmates  s tarving? No. Fikret 
Alic was  an exception. Even in 
Mars hall ’s  repor t other  men, 
apparently well- fed, can be 
seen, and the out- takes  reveal 
at leas t one man with a paunch 
hanging over  his  belt.  
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S o T homas  Deichmann is  r ight 
in the sense that the I T N image 
is  not quite what we all thought 
at the time. But aren’t we 
blaming the wrong people? 
T elevis ion news  being what it 
is , could we really have 
expected Penny Mars hall or  
I T N’s  editor s  to have hedged 
such a powerful image with all 
sor ts  of verbal qualifications?  

 
Par t of the blame mus t lie with 
us . Our  appetite for  power ful 
images  encourages  
photoj ournalis ts  to give us  
" black and white"  s tor ies  and 
reveals  our  reluctance to make 
the effor t to under s tand the 
complex ities  of modern l ife.  

Phil l ip Knightley is  the author  
of T he Fir s t Casualty:  T he War  
Cor respondent as  Hero and 
Myth-Maker  from the Cr imea to 
Kosovo (Pr ion)  
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